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Abstract
The present study examines the effects extensive reading (ER) has on pre/post-test scores,
at Saga University. Students studying in an English oral communication courses, called
Active English II, were required to read graded readers (GR) as homework as part of their
course requirement over the course of one academic year. Pre-post-test scores indicate that
students who met the ER goals (those that read large amounts of English) had significantly
greater gains in their post-test scores than students who failed to meet the ER goals. This
improvement was most evident in the reading and writing elements of their post-test scores.
The results imply that extensive reading can play a significant role in developing students’
English abilities thereby better enabling them to function in an English academic
environment.
[Keywords] Extensive reading, MoodleReader, assessment, additive, pre/post-test, reading,
writing
Introduction
There is little disagreement among language teachers regarding the importance of reading in
developing students’ English language abilities. However, getting students to do a lot of
reading in the target language is rather challenging as reading is a “cognitively heavy, multi-
faceted activity involving a combination of both lexical and text-progressing skills that are
widely recognized as interactive” (Loucky, 2005: 1051). Put another way, L2 reading is difficult
for most students. The two major reading approaches used in EFL contexts are Intensive
Reading (IR) and Extensive Reading (ER). IR is the reading of lexically dense and often
shorter texts that are composed on a specific theme or topic that students are studying about
in the class. It is most often done during class time with students receiving help from
teachers and using dictionaries. IR is widely used in universities because it is effective in
developing reading comprehension at the lexical and syntactical level (Rashidi & Piran, 2013).
ER, on the other hand, is the reading of relatively easy, longer, and enjoyable texts that are
slightly below students’ current linguistic ability (Fellner & South, 2012). It is considered
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effective in improving reading speed, vocabulary acquisition, and encouraging learner
autonomy. Despite the fact that ER and IR are complementary approaches in developing L2
reading abilities (Al-Homoud, & Alsalloum, 2012; Nation, 2009; Waring, 2009; Loucky, 2004),
Japanese university students typically engage in IR and have little experience with ER.
However, over the past 10 years there has been a growing realization regarding the
importance of ER and how it can play a significant factor in developing students’ L2 reading
skills and overall L2 language development. This study explores the effects of extensive
reading on first year students’ English skills at Saga University.
Rationale for Extensive Reading
Analysis of the English language reveals that a relatively small number of words make up
the bulk of the English used to communicate. For example, the most commonly used 2000
word families make up 85% - 90% of either written or spoken language and nearly one-half of
the vocabulary used in English writing consisting of function words such as “do”, “are” and
“eat” (Nation, 2001). However, to fully understand an academic paper, English language
newspaper, or a novel in English, readers need to know 98% of the vocabulary used (Hu &
Nation, 2013). 98% coverage means that Japanese students would have to know 9,000 word
families if they wanted to understand a typical English novel, 8,000 word families to
understand English newspapers, 7,000 word families to function fluently in spoken English,
and 6,000 word families to understand most children’s movies (Nation & Anthony, 2013).
Despite Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology’s (MEXT)
call for universities to become more international, in part by improving students’ English
abilities so that they can function in an English academic environment, at present the vast
majority of Japanese university students do not have the necessary vocabulary to do this.
Most students do not have a sufficient vocabulary to watch and understand a typical
children’s movie (6,000 word families) let alone understand an academic paper. In fact, Waring
(2012) has shown that the typical intermediate level English student has a vocabulary of
around 2000 of the most commonly used word families. Clearly there is a large gap between
what most of our students are able to do and what they need to do if they are going to study
abroad.
Vocabulary learning, while fundamental in learning a language, is a slow process. To fully
learn a new word, students have to meet the word around 20-30 times (sometimes as high as
50 meetings) in a variety of contexts, forms, and uses (Waring, 2012). The phrase “meet a
word” refers to every time students encounter the word, initially through reading or hearing
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it, and later when they attempt to use it through speaking or writing. Waring has pointed out
how difficult this is as a typical foreign language 4 skills course book has between 40,000-
50,000 total words in it, with the vast majority being function words or nouns that are already
known to Japanese students (2012). Further, the structure of these course books are linear
rather than progressive and therefore focus on introducing a few new vocabulary items with
very limited practice, if any, before moving on to another topic. As a consequence, little
lexical recycling and revisiting of new words to ensure uptake occurs. Additionally, course
books tend to select vocabulary by topic rather than by importance or frequency of use so
most controversial or highly technical topics and the subsequent vocabulary students are
likely to encounter in English academic environments are rarely if ever dealt with (Waring,
2012).
This leads to the question of how can Japanese students develop the vocabulary knowledge
and communication skills necessary so that they can function in an English academic
environment? Considering the paucity of English classes available to most university
students, extensive reading (ER) in conjunction with regular English courses is one of the
best and most cost effective solutions available. Research shows that ER provides significant
benefits to students such as offering comprehensible input (Fellner & South, 2012; Waring,
2009; Sakai 2002), enhancing general language competence (Robb & Kano, 2013; Al-Homoud &
Alsalloum, 2012; Hoey, 2005; Nation and Wang, 1999), extending, consolidating and sustaining
vocabulary growth (Al-Homoud & Alsalloum, 2012; Beglar, Hunt, & Kite, 2011; Rashidi &
Piran, 2011; Waring 2009; Takase, 2008; Nation & Wang, 1999), improving writing skills
(Alqadi & Alqadi, 2103; Tabata-Sandom, 2103; Tsang, 1996), increasing reading speed (Beglar
et al, 2011; Tanaka & Stapleton, 2007; Bell, 2001; Mason & Krashen, 1997; Hafiz & Tudor, 1990;
Robb & Susser, 1989), positively affecting confidence, motivation and attitudes towards
reading (Ro, 2013; Yamashita, 2013; Yamashita, 2004), developing general world knowledge
(TE, 2103), and improving standardized English test scores (Robb & Kano, 2013; Fellner &
South, 2012; Nishikawa, Yoshioka, & Fukada, 2010).
ER is much more than the reading of easy books in English and to be successful, an ER
program should based upon the following principles:
1. The reading materials are easy.
2. There are a wide variety of reading materials on a wide range of topics.
3. The reading materials are not just easy but engaging.
4. The reading materials are within the language competence of students.
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Weak Reader
Doesn’t understand
Doesn’t read much
Reads slowly
Doesn’t enjoy reading
Good Reader
Enjoys reading
Understands better
Reads faster
Reads more
Figure 1
5. Learners are allowed to choose what they want to read.
6. Learners read as much as possible.
7. Reading is done quickly.
8. Reading is done for pleasure, information gathering and/or general understanding.
9. Reading is individual and silent.
10. Reading is its own reward.
11. The teacher explains the procedures clearly and guides students.
12. The teacher is a role model for students.
(adapted from Bamford & Day, 2004)
When all or most of these principles are met Nuttal (2005) contends that students will enter
into what he referred to as a virtuous reading cycle. A virtuous reading cycle is one in which
students engage in sustained pleasurable reading over relatively long periods of time. This is
opposed to a vicious cycle of non-reading where students do not read because it is difficult
and un-enjoyable (Figure 1.).
Nuttal 2005
The basic tenet of the virtuous cycle is that students read books that are in their comfort
zone. In short, books which are both easy and interesting to the reader. Students enter into a
virtuous reading cycle when the books are slightly below their language levels, where there
are only a few unknown vocabulary items on a page. In this way the reading become
automatic, cognitively light, and as a result, enjoyable when the topic is interesting.
Graded Readers
Graded readers (GR) are fiction and nonfiction books that have simplified vocabulary to make
them more comprehensible to language learners or young learners. The term graded refers
to the various levels, or grades, that the books are categorized by, ranging from beginner to
advanced. Levels are determined by publishers and are based upon the complexity of plot
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lines, vocabulary used, number of words, grammar and the number and size of images.
Beginner level books (lowest level) have the most simplified plot structures, fewest non-
frequently occurring vocabulary items (replaced with more common synonyms), fewer
overall word counts, simplified grammar and a greater number and larger sizes of images. As
the level of books increase so does plot complexity, number of non-frequently occurring
words, word counts, and the grammar complexity while the number and size of images
decreases.
The use of GR’s is intended to develop students reading speed and reading fluency. As
mentioned, the two key factors for graded readers are that they be easy and interesting to
read so that the reading seems effortless. As a result, there should be no more than 2-4
unfamiliar words per page. Nation (2001) has shown that as soon as there are five or more
unfamiliar words on a single page the reading becomes laborious and if there are 9-10
unfamiliar words on a page, the content becomes impossible for readers to understand
without the use dictionaries (Nation 2001). Based upon this fact publishers have limited the
number of less frequently occurring words so that there are only several per page.
Additionally, book levels have been designed to repeat these lexical items throughout the
level thereby ensuring that the most useful and used words at any particular level will be
encountered repeatedly. To better ensure students can read for pleasure there are thousands
of titles available from a variety of genres thereby making it possible for all students to find
reading materials that are interesting.
As of January, 2014, Saga University has approximately 1,950 graded readers, from 9
different series, produced by five major publishing companies on the first floor of the
university library. The readers are available to all students of the university and can be
borrowed during library ours.
Howmuch ER is necessary?
The amount of ER students should complete is difficult to ascertain since it varies according
to student level, ability, desired goal, length of time reading and so forth. However, Takase
(2007) reports that students must read at least 60,000 words before they start to become
comfortable in reading English while Nishizawa, Yoshioka, & Fukada (2009), contend that
students have to read around 100,000 words before any noticeable improvement will occur
and over 300,000 words to improve TOEIC scores. However, if English fluency is the goal,
significantly more reading is required. Based upon Waring’s study of vocabulary frequency in
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GR (2012), students have to read between 20,000,000-25,000,000 words before becoming fluent
English readers (understanding 98% of the words found in a standard English novel). This
calculation was based on the assumption that students would need to encounter all words in
the 8000-9000 word family cohort at least 20 times to best ensure learning, thereby becoming
fluent.
While this number is indeed daunting, it is important to realize that Japanese university
students at the intermediate level already have an English vocabulary of around 2,000 of the
most frequently used words. This equates to having already read around 400,000 words
(based upon the criteria of having to meet the most common 2,000 word families 20 times). In
order for intermediate students to reach an advanced level of English they need to have
acquired a vocabulary consisting of the 5,000 most commonly used words (Waring, 2009).
That equates to reading another 2,000,000 words (Waring, 2012). Considering the fact that the
standard 4-skills course books has at least 50,000 words, and students will presumably also be
engaging in IR, they would likely have to read somewhere between 1,500,000-1,800,000 words
over four years to reach an advanced English level. This much reading becomes much more
viable as it means reading 375,000-450,000 words a year. Or put more simply, one
appropriately leveled GR per week. While students who reach an advanced English level are
not yet fluent readers, they are likely high enough to function, albeit with difficulty, in an
English academic context, such as that desired by MEXT. Of course, once students reach this
level they would have to further improve their English to become highly functional in the
English academic environment.
Moodle Reader
Moodle Reader (MR) is an open-source free software module of the MOODLE course
management system that provides quizzes for graded readers (Fellner & South, 2012). It can
be downloaded from the Internet and embedded in an institution’s existing MOODLE system
or directly accessed through the MoodleReader website. The website is accessible anytime
via personal computer, tablet device, or smart phone so long as one has an Internet
connection. MR offers short, timed quizzes with randomized questions (Robb & Kano, 2013)
for more than 4,000 graded readers that have been separated into ten reading levels. Quizzes
take approximately 10 minutes to complete and ask 10 simple questions that assess students’
global understanding of the book. The focus on global understanding is important since it
reinforces the focus that ER be easy and understandable. In effect, students are unlikely able
to pass quizzes for books that are too difficult for them to understand.
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Students log into the MR website (http://moodlereader.org/index.html) after reading their
GR and take the corresponding quiz. Each quiz is unique as questions are randomly
generated from a question bank that has been developed for each book. Students are
awarded the number of words that are in the book when they get a passing score of 60% or
higher. MR tallies the word counts throughout the term so students and teachers can track
how close they are to their reading goal. Words are not awarded for failed quizzes and once
students have done a quiz they cannot take that quiz again, regardless whether they passed
or failed it. There is also a time delay function between quizzes which can be set by the
teacher. This is useful as a time delay of 36-48 hours between quizzes discourages students
from attempting to read many books at the very end of the semester in order to make their
goal.
Hypothesis
Students who achieve their extensive reading goals in the first semester and second
semester (read more words) will show significantly greater improvement in their pre-post
test results, particularly the reading and writing elements, than students who do not attain
their ER goals.
Saga University pre-post test
The Saga pre/post-test used in this study was designed over a period of three years starting
in 2006 and was completed in 2009. It is meant to measure how much students have
improved their listening, reading, speaking and writing skills over the course of a semester
and/or year. The test is done on computer and accessed via the university’s E-learning
website. The pre/post-test takes 45 minutes to complete and consists of 20 listening
questions, 20 reading questions (reading comprehension and vocabulary), one speaking
prompt, and one writing prompt. Both the speaking and writing are recorded on the
computer and evaluated by the teacher based upon the teacher’s own scoring rubric. The pre
-test and post-test are identical tests with the same questions being asked in the same order.
Methodology
A. Participants
24 Japanese first year university students participated in this study. Participants were
members of two Active English II classes with 12 students in each class. Class A consisted of
students from the Faculty of Agriculture while Class B consisted of Science and Engineering
students. Classes were 90 minutes, offered once a week and taught by the same teacher (the
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author) in both the spring and autumn semesters of the 2012-2013 academic year. All
participants were considered to be low intermediate-to-intermediate level English students
and were not enrolled in, nor attending any other English lessons offered by Saga University
or private eikaiwa. Both classes used the same textbook and were focused was on developing
students’ oral communication skills, primarily that of listening and speaking. As a result, very
little English reading and writing was required from the students.
B. Materials
Students were required to sit the pre/post test three times throughout the study period. The
first sitting occurred during the first class in April and is therefore called the pre-test. The
first post-test was done during the exam week after the first semester while the final post-
test was administered in February after the second semester had been completed. All
participants were assigned the same extensive reading goals of 75,000 words for the first
semester and 100,000 words for the second semester, making a yearly total reading goal of
175,000 words. Reading was done with the graded readers from the library. Once students
finished reading a book they were required log into the MoodleReader website to take the
quiz generated for that book. MR then awarded and tracked students word counts for passed
quizzes.
ER was encouraged primarily through two means. First, students were awarded 25% - 30%
of their class grade if they met or exceeded their reading goal. 25% was awarded for students
who met their goal and an additional 5% was given to students who surpassed the goal by
20%. The grading scheme was used because previous use of ER with MoodleReader showed
that many students did not bother to read when they considered the grade awarded to be too
small (Fellner and South, 2012). Students were also encouraged to read through constant,
weekly reminders ensuring students were always aware of how much they have read and
how much more they had to read in order to meet the goal. For the few books that did not
have quizzes available on MR, students were required to write a brief book report and
submit it to the teacher. The teacher would then manually award the word count from that
book to the student’s MoodleReader total. All ER was done as an additive element in both
English courses therefore no in class time was allotted for reading.
C. Data Collection Procedure
The raw scores of the pre-test and two post-tests were examined to show if any
improvement in the students’ English abilities was observable. The results of these test
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Class Pre-test 1st Post-test 2nd Post-test
L R W S Total L R W S Total L R W S Total
Class A 12．510．8 5 11．840．215．311．69．117．853．714．714．8 12 20．561．9
Class B 12．510．34．811．839．513．5 12 8．6 18 52．114．313．810．619．357．9
Table 1
scores were then compared with the students’ GR word count results to determine if the ER
had a positive effect on post-test results.
Results
This section examines pre/post-test results along with the semester and year reading totals
of both classes. As can be seen in Table 1, the two English classes had nearly identical pre-
test scores. Class A (Agriculture students) had an average score of 40.2/100 while Class B
(Science and Engineering students) had an average score of 39.5/100. Both classes improved
their test on the subsequent sittings with Class A averaging increases of 13.5 points on the
first post-test and 21.7 points on the last post-test. Class B showed slightly more modest
increases with an average 11.7 points increase on the first post-test and 18.4 points on the
final test.
(“L”, “R”, “W”, and “S” refer to the listening, reading, writing, and speaking portions of the test)
An examination of the reading amounts for both classes reveal that Class A averaged a
higher average word count than Class B, particularly in the final semester (Figure. 2). Class A
read an average of 79,096 words during the first semester and 109,460 words in the second
semester making a total average of 188,556 words for the entire academic year. Class B, on
the other hand, read an average of 132,174 per student for the entire year with 71,880 words
being recorded during the first semester and another 60,240 words for the second semester.
As a result, Class A read an average of 56,000 more words per student than Class B
throughout the 2012 academic year. Class B’s average word count was lower because four
students did not reach the ER goal in the first semester and seven students did not reach the
goal in the second semester. Only two students from Class A did not attain the first
semester’s reading goal, however; they all achieved the second term goal of 100,000 words.
Further, these two students read enough during the second semester to achieve the yearly
goal of 175,000 words.
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Figure 2
Class B Pre-test 1st Post-test 2nd Post-test
L R W S Total L R W S Total L R W S Total
Readers 13 11 5．311．941．114．112．89．518．554．915．2 16 12．819．463．4
Non-readers 11．5 9 4．811．8 37 12．310．56．8 17 46．513．612．38．719．2 54
Table 2
To get a clearer understanding if reading amounts affected post-test results, Class B was
examined in more detail. After examining the reading results, students were divided into two
groups, those who met their reading goal, called “Readers” and those who did not make their
reading goal, labeled as “Non-readers”. A comparison of Readers’ and Non-readers’ pre/post-
test scores and reading amounts reveals that the Readers had significantly greater increases
in their post-test scores. Table.2, shows that the Readers in Class B improved their test
scores by 22.3 points at the end of the year while the non-readers improved theirs by only 17
points. When looking solely at the reading and writing test results, an even more significant
increase in post-test scores is seen. Students who read lots of ER books improved their
reading scores by 5 points whereas non-reading students improved their scores by 3.3 points.
In regards to writing, the reading students improved their average score 7.5 points compared
to 3.9 points by the Non-readers students.
(“L”, “R”, “W”, and “S” refer to the listening, reading, writing, and speaking portions of the test)
Students who read consistently in both classes throughout the study period not only read
more words, but also showed greater improvement on both post-test scores. As can be
observed in Figure 3 and Figure 4, the students in Class A and the Reading students in class
B improved their first post-test scores by an average 13.9 and 13.8 points respectively. By the
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end of the second term, Class A had increased their average post-test results by a further 8
points (total of 21.9 points over the first test) while the reading students’ of Class B improved
theirs by 8.5 points (total of 22.3 point over the first test). While all students in this study
improved their post-test scores, the 4 non-reading students from Class B who did not achieve
their goal in either semester showed the least improvement. This group of Non-readers
improved their pre-test score by 9.5 points on the first post-test and by an additional 5.2 more
points on the last test for a yearly average increase of only 14.7 points.
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Discussion and Implications
The present study investigated the effect of additive ER on freshman English students’ pre
and post-test scores. Students who attained their ER reading goals during the academic year
read at least 175,000 words and improved their test scores by over 21 points during the
course of the year. Non-reading students on the other hand, those who did not reach their
reading goals in either semester, showed an improvement of a only 14.7 points. It is clear
from the data that the extensive reading students improved far more than the students who
did not read. It is believed that the improvement was the result of incidental learning of
vocabulary and grammar that occurred by reading large amounts of English. However,
proving that ER was responsible for the more improved post-test scores is beyond the scope
of this study and it is possible that the Reading students may have scored higher because
they had greater motivation to study and engage in English than the Non-reading students.
While certainly possible, it is unlikely. First, the reading students from both classes had
nearly identical improved post-test results. The likelihood that both groups of students from
different classes were equally motivated to study more than the Non-readers in Class B is
quite slim. Additionally; the homework completion rates by both classes were similar with
the exception of ER and no discernable difference was observed between the Reading and
Non-reading students’. One would assume that unmotivated students would be less likely to
complete all their class homework and not just their ER. As there is no other factor known to
the author that might explain the differences in post-test results other than the amount of
reading that was done the results of this study correspond with previous research (Robb &
Kano, 2013; Yamashita, 2008; Mason & Krashen, 1997).
The positive impact extensive reading had on post-test scores, specifically on the reading and
writing post-test scores, illustrates that ER can be beneficial in developing students’ English
skills. Students who read a lot (made their ER goals) in both classes improved their reading
scores by around 44% from the pre-test to the final post-both test whereas the non-reading
students improved their scores by 36%. However, even greater increases are observed with
the writing post-test scores. Students who engaged in ER increased their reading post-test
score by 140% whereas the non-readers improved theirs by only 81%. The difference in post-
test writing results is particularly relevant because it is not only evident among students in
the same class (Class B) but also between the non-readers in Class B and all the students in
Class A. In effect, there does not seem to be a class factor that could explain this difference.
Additionally, the writing scores were done independently from the reading results as the
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teacher was not aware of whose writing text he was marking nor was he aware of which
students had or had not met the ER goal. Therefore it is believed that the reading of large
amounts of ER led to a deeper understanding and awareness of English syntax and grammar
as well as an increased vocabulary which manifested in improved writing skills. This
assertion is supported by other research (Alqadi & Alqadi, 2013; Al-Homoud& Alsalloum,
2012; Rashidi & Piran, 2011) that found improved writing skills and increased vocabulary as
one of the effects of ER.
However, it is important to point out that there are several limitations to this study. Firstly,
the sample size is too small to determine statistical significance. Only 24 students (twelve in
each class) participated making it impossible to claim that these results could not have
occurred by chance. However, a quick perusal of previous years’ pre/post-test results
indicates that post-test results were about equal to this studies non-reading students. It is
impossible to claim with any certainty that they progressed equally because the test has
been altered over the years. Additionally, the teacher used a new scoring rubric for the
writing question for the year of this study thereby making year-by-year comparisons invalid.
Limitations notwithstanding, the implications of this initial study seemingly point to the fact
that extensive reading likely had a significant affect on standardized English test scores.
Getting students to do a lot of pleasurable and easy reading as an additive measure to the
class should be considered an effective method to improve students’ English abilities. As such,
one can reasonably assume that the continued use of ER over longer periods of time will lead
to even greater increases in English scores and consequently, in students English knowledge
and academic abilities. This is particularly relevant for Saga University, which launched the
new ISAC Program (International Study of Academic Curriculum) in the General Education
Center, in April of 2013. The ISAC Program was developed to produce students who are
capable of studying in regular content courses in English at foreign universities during their
third or fourth year of university. ER can provide an affordable and effective methodology for
teachers at Saga University to help ISAC students reach the required English level.
Conclusion
This study offers two contributions to teachers and students. It has shown that reading
extensively can make a significant positive impact on standardized English test results,
particularly students’ reading and writing skills. It can also play a significant role in assisting
Saga University’s ISAC students reach an English proficiency level high enough to study
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abroad, thereby better ensuring the efficacy of the university’s new program. It would be
useful to know the effects of ER on more rigorous standardize tests such as TOEIC and
TOEFL.
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